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The period between 15 and 25 years is characterised by much personal change and is 
the peak age of onset of mental health problems. This prompts an interest in everyday 
strategies that young people might use to support their wellbeing. Music use is the 
preferred leisure activity among young people yet little is known about how music is 
linked to wellbeing in this population. This study aimed to develop and test a model 
of the relationships between young people’s use of music and their wellbeing, 
drawing on theories from the music psychology and clinical psychology fields. A 
qualitative analysis of transcripts from focus groups with 11 participants aged 15 to 
25 years revealed four ways in which music listening links with wellbeing: 
relationship building, modifying emotions, modifying cognitions, and emotional 
immersion. These linking variables were operationalised using questionnaire scores 
and tested on a new sample of 107 young people. Results of a multiple mediation 
analysis revealed that music listening was significantly related to all four linking 
variables, but not directly related to wellbeing as measured by the Mental Health 
Continuum. Nevertheless, the four linking variables indirectly mediated the effect of 
music listening on social wellbeing. The findings are consistent with earlier research 
on the role of music in emotion regulation and social connection although there are 
clearly other factors involved in determining young peoples’ wellbeing. These 
findings will help inform music based interventions for young people. 
 




 Young People’s Uses of Music for Wellbeing 
Music is especially popular among young people and is the most favoured 
leisure activity among adolescents (Lonsdale & North, 2011). The relationships that 
young people have with music have been explored from diverse academic 
perspectives. For instance, sociological research shows that music is used to claim 
cultural space – both in public (Bennett, 2000, pp. 73-102) and in homes – such as 
when adolescents select a genre and volume of music to set up a barrier between 
themselves and other family members (Frith, 2007, p. 200). Social psychologists have 
examined how music is used to explore and establish identity, and find that 
adolescents attribute personality characteristics to others on the basis of their musical 
preferences (North & Hargreaves, 1999; 2008). Sub-cultural researchers have 
examined connections between the sounds of music and the (minority or 
marginalised) social or cultural groups of people that produce and consume it (Frith, 
1996). Sociologists Katz, Blumer and Gurevitch (1974) proposed the ‘uses and 
gratifications’ model to describe how media is used by the public to achieve particular 
goals. This model has been applied to music use (Christenson and Roberts, 1998; 
Lonsdale & North, 2011) to identity the various functions fulfilled by music, 
including: pleasure, tension reduction, identification with a subculture, and 
socialising. Similarly, DeNora (2000) described the range of functions that music can 
hold in everyday life; from creating an ambience, to selling products, to individual 
self-regulation and self-modulation (DeNora, 2000, pp. 53-62). It is this last theme – 
self-regulation and self-modulation – that we focus on in the current study, although 
here we use music psychology and clinical psychology theories as the framework in 
exploring how young people engage with music to enhance their psychological 
wellbeing.  
 Adolescence (13-18 years) is a period of increased emotional unrest and 
overall emotionality, where the emotions are shorter in duration and stronger than 
those of adults and effective emotion regulation skills have not yet fully developed 
(Dahl, 2001; Laiho, 2004).  The subsequent transition to adulthood is notoriously 
stressful, placing demands on young people’s coping resources and putting them at 
greater risk of developing mental health problems (Arnett, 1995, 2010; Laiho, 2004). 
The Stress and Wellbeing in Australia Survey 2013, reported respondents aged 18-25 
years had the lowest levels of wellbeing, and those aged 18-35 years experienced the 
highest levels of depression and anxiety symptoms (Casey, 2013). In fact, mental 
health problems and disorders account for the highest burden of disease among young 
people (nearly 50%) (Begg, Vot, Barker, Stevenson, Stanley, & Lopez, 2007). There 
is therefore a need to investigate everyday strategies that young people use to support 
their wellbeing. 
Wellbeing is defined broadly here as the presence of positive emotions 
(hedonia) and positive psychological and social functioning (eudaimonia) in life 
(Keyes, Shmotkin & Ryff, 2002). Wellbeing is now recognized as an integral part of 
mental health, and is defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) as, ‘a state of 
wellbeing in which the individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the 
normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a 
contribution to his or her community’ (WHO, 2001:1). Positive mental health (also 
called flourishing) in young people has been associated with fewer symptoms of 
depression and reduced incidence of conduct problems, including arrests and drug use 
(Keyes, 2006). Wellbeing is protective against suicidal behaviour, academic 
impairment, and the incidence of future mental illness (Keyes, Eisenberg, Perry, 
Dube, Kroenke & Dhingra, 2012). Together, these findings emphasize that health 
promotion programs should focus on both reducing mental health symptoms and 
promoting the positive mental health and wellbeing of young people.  
After exercise, music is the second most commonly used mood regulation 
strategy in young people (Thayer, Newman & McClain, 1994) and has the potential to 
assist them with achieving their optimal functioning and wellbeing (MacDonald, 
Kreutz & Mitchell, 2012). While music is increasingly applied in hospitals and clinic 
settings to assist with the treatment of individuals with mental health problems (Lin et 
al., 2011; Miranda, Gaudreau, Debrosse, Morizot & Kirmayer, 2012), its potential 
wellbeing benefits in non-clinical samples have received relatively little research 
attention. Chin and Rickard (2013) examined the potential wellbeing benefits of 
music listening in a community sample of 637 adults (aged 20 to 58 years). Various 
forms of musical engagement were related to wellbeing through emotion regulation 
strategies. Participants who used cognitive reappraisal as an emotion regulatory 
strategy reported higher levels of emotional, psychological, social and subjective 
well-being than those who tended to suppress their emotions (Chin & Rickard, 2013). 
To our knowledge, similar research has not been conducted in young people.  
Thus, the aim of the current study is to explore the psychological constructs 
linking music use with wellbeing in young people. We address this issue by 
conducting an exploratory sequential mixed-methods approach (Creswell & Plano-
Clark, 2007). There are two studies in the sequence. First, a qualitative study using 
focus groups of young people was conducted to develop an in-depth understanding of 
young people’s perspectives on the relationship between music listening and 
wellbeing. The themes from this first study formed a theoretical model which was 
then operationalised into variables using scores on questionnaires considered to assess 
the relevant constructs. This model was empirically tested in second quantitative 
study using a larger sample of young people.  
Method 
 Participants. The first study involved 11 participants (six males) aged 16 to 
25 years (M = 20.18 years, SD = 2.60 years) who participated in one of three focus 
groups. The study formed part of a larger project being conducted through the Young 
and Well Cooperative Research Centre
1
. In the larger project, the authors and 
colleagues were developing a phone application using music to enhance young 
people’s wellbeing, so we wanted participants with some knowledge and interest in 
music and technology. The sample was recruited by word of mouth, and included a 
pharmacist, a logistics worker, a secondary school student and 8 university students. 
Ethnic backgrounds included 4 Caucasian Australians; 4 Chinese Australians, 1 
European born Australian, 1 Fijian and 1 Indonesian.  
Procedure. Each focus group lasted approximately two hours and was led by 
three of the authors (two psychologists and a communication design expert) who had 
prior experience in the interviewing process and held substantial knowledge about the 
topics under investigation. The range of topics are summarised in Table 1. The focus 
groups were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Each participant was reimbursed $40 
after the workshops.  
 Analysis. A thematic analysis of the focus group transcripts was conducted 
according to the methods described by Braun and Clarke (2006). The transcripts were 
read and separately coded into themes and subthemes by the first three authors, who 
                                                        
1 The YAWCRC is an Australia-based, international research centre that unites young people with 
researchers, practitioners, innovators and policy-makers from over 70 partner organisations to 
explore the role of technology in young people’s lives, and how it can be used to improve the 
mental health and wellbeing of young people aged 12 to 25.   
then met on several occasions to discuss and refine the analysis. There was a high 
degree of general agreement on the four content themes arising from the data as well 
as the detail of the sub-themes, indicative of inter-rater reliability (Boyatzis, 1998). 
Results 
 The interviews indicated that music played an essential role in the young 
peoples’ daily lives across multiple contexts and activities. Young people knew which 
music to play in particular circumstances to achieve their desired needs and goals. 
Self-selected music emerged as an important prerequisite for meeting young people’s 
needs through musical engagement. Although there was some mention of singing and 
playing music, listening to music appeared to be the most prominent and frequent 
musical activity in which young people engaged, both alone and with other young 
people. The thematic analysis identified four main ways that young people used music 
to enhance their wellbeing: (1) relationship building, (2) modifying cognitions, (3) 
modifying emotions and (4) immersing in emotions (Figure 1). Sub-themes relating to 
each of the four themes are described in the following sections, and illustrated with 
quotations from the participants. 
[Figure 1 about here] 
 Theme 1: Relationship Building. Music played an integral role in building, 
enhancing and maintaining social relationships with friends and family. Young people 
identified that music facilitated positive interactions with others, healthy social 
relationships and ‘feeling connected with others’ which were all viewed as important 
aspects of wellbeing.  
 Sharing Music. Participants reported sharing music with friends through a 
number of activities which allowed them to achieve goals, such as strengthening 
relationships with or communicating and expressing emotions to important others. 
Sharing online was a prominent way in which young people shared music with their 
friends, often through the social- networking website facebook. Sharing music with 
others required and implied intimacy, with participants reporting that they selectively 
shared music only with those close to them. One respondent commented: ‘It has to be 
someone close to you, to be able to share it’. Some young people reported sharing 
songs with others as a way of communicating their mood, particularly if they were 
experiencing a negative mood: ‘That person is trying to tell you, ‘Look, I’m sad. I just 
want the world to know that I am sad at the moment’’.  
 Attending Live Bands and Concerts. Respondents indicated that attending 
live music events was a highly enjoyable experience that enabled them to connect 
with and share the live music or festival experience with friends and family.  
‘But I remember a couple of years ago, my parents took me to see Alice 
Cooper, Fleetwood Mac and The Who, I thought they were awesome.’ 
 Theme 2: Modifying Cognitions. Music was linked to wellbeing through its 
role in modifying negative cognitions, assisting rational thinking about life issues and 
inspiring creativity. Young people used music to obtain the desired level of cognitive 
stimulation. Participants reported experiences in which they were highly engaged with 
music, focusing deeply on musical characteristics such as the lyrics of the song. For 
instance, one respondent mentioned that ‘I am consuming words in the music… every 
time that I go back, I find new things’. 
 Aiding Concentration. Several respondents used background music to 
facilitate studying by enhancing their concentration and motivation. The type of 
music selected for this purpose played an important role. Lyrics could be distracting 
for some and classical music appeared to be the preferred genre in general.  
‘And studying as well, I will put in something- a certain tempo, classical music 
or something, and that helps me study a lot because I tend to study in noisy 
areas. So it helps with blocking out the noise and it helps me concentrate.’ 
 Evoking Memories. Music was strongly connected to both positive and 
negative life events and linked life events together: ‘the words trigger memories…and 
all these pasts just somehow match up’. One respondent indicated that they used 
music to ‘remember the experience’ as it provided a means through which memories 
could be recalled.  
 Aiding Problem- Solving. The messages and meanings conveyed in the lyrics 
of songs could provide solutions to problems and novel ways of thinking about 
difficult situations: 
‘You can use music to help you get through things, sometimes there’s good 
messages in songs that you can listen to. Sometimes they imply you do things 
 in a certain way.’  
Music provided a source of inspiration and creativity, which was considered 
necessary for their wellbeing:  
‘for my issue of being stuck in a routine, being negative towards my wellbeing, 
I actually found music that helps me to get inspired and get motivated and get 
out of the routine’. 
Theme 3: Modifying Emotions. The most salient emergent theme was the use of 
music by young people to modify their emotions and levels of arousal when these 
were undesirable or incompatible with current goals and psychological needs 
pertinent to their wellbeing. Emotion regulation through music was a common 
motivation for musical engagement and music played an important role in their 
emotional lives, providing a means through which wellbeing could be enhanced or 
restored.  
 Distraction. Music was used as a distraction from negative or undesirable 
feelings and thoughts: ‘Sometimes it helps to distract you from your position’; ‘The 
pain goes, you are distracted and it seems to go quicker’.  
Change Arousal Levels. Young people mentioned music as a means of 
altering arousal levels to aid their engagement in routine daily activities. They played 
loud, upbeat music to increase their energy and arousal levels during lengthy or 
tedious activities such as cleaning, travelling or working: ‘but I do listen to a lot of 
songs when I am driving because I drive long distances and I find it helps me to keep 
awake’. Music listening also served to reduce arousal and facilitate relaxation during 
times of stress or at the end of the day to wind down for bed.  
Theme 4: Immersing in Emotions. An interesting strategy, prominent in young 
people’s reports was their use of music to intensify, rather than modify their emotions: 
‘Most of the time when I listen to music - I am sad! I go there in the first place.  
That's the first thing I do.’   
Music was a means of immersing, triggering and dealing with negative or difficult 
emotions in a healthy way:  
‘When something goes wrong you just kind of feel numb and you don’t deal 
with it. And then you listen to something sad, it kind of triggers your reaction’.  
Immersing in the negative emotions through music helped intensify them and 
experience them fully before feeling ready to move on:  
‘…when you are in a certain mood and you listen to a song that matches that 
mood, it sort of amplifies those emotions more and you can sort of get over 
that emotion faster… Instead of putting on a beat song and hiding under the 
rug, you listen to that sad song and really immerse yourself for a few minutes 
and then afterwards, I sort of feel better.’ 
Some participants had created situation- or emotion-specific playlists, or listened 
repeatedly to a particular ‘standout song’, others allowed themselves some time to 
dwell on their negative feelings before moving onto happier, more positive music:  
‘(when) I am sad,(I) can only listen to one song once and then after that, I 
have to move on, choose another song, finding something that is more 
encouraging. After that, I am happy’.  
Study 2: Quantitative test of the model 
 The themes from the first study formed a theoretical model (Figure 1) which 
was then operationalised into variables using scores on questionnaires that were 
considered to assess the relevant psychological constructs (see Measures below). We 
sought to test the validity and generalizability of this model in a new larger sample of 
young people aged 15 to 25 years. Henceforth, the linking themes will be referred to 
as ‘mechanisms’ or ‘mediating variables’ in keeping with the multiple mediation 
analysis used in this second study.  
Method 
 Participants. The sample was recruited from word of mouth, social media, 
and university students who were in the target age range of 15-25 years. The 
psychology students were recruited through the University of XXXXX  research 
participation scheme from a diverse range of degrees including medicine, engineering, 
sciences and humanities. Students who volunteered for the online study were emailed 
the URL and received one course credit for their participation. The non-student 
participants were recruited via a link for the survey posted on Facebook. The sample 
consisted of 107 participants (75% females) between the ages of 17 and 25 years (M = 
20.65; SD = 2.22 years).  
 Measures. 
 Music Listening. Two items assessed the frequency of purposeful music 
listening in the past week (number of days; number of hours music listened to). These 
were multiplied to yield a single figure of hours of music listening per week for each 
participant. 
 Immersing in and Modifying Emotions. A 9-item measure of state emotional 
responses to music (blinded for review, 2013) assessed  the extent to which 
participants used music to influence a range of positive and negative emotions on a 5-
point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 =strongly agree). This measure consists 
of a 5-item Experience Emotions sub-scale which assesses the extent to which music 
is used to immerse in emotions (e.g., ‘When I am angry I listen to music to fully 
experience my anger’), and a 4-item Modifying Emotions subscale assessing the 
extent to which music is used to modify emotions (e.g., ‘When I am angry, I listen to 
music to calm myself down’). Average scores were calculated for each subscale. The 
two factor structure of the scale was confirmed in an online survey of 394 adults 
(blinded for review, 2013) and the subscales had an adequate level of internal 
consistency in the current study (Experience Emotions, α= .71; Modify Emotions, α= 
.73).  
 Relationship Building. Seven items were generated to measure the extent   
participants engaged with music for the purpose of seeking or improving social 
relationships (e.g., ‘I share songs with close others to let them know how I am feeling 
at the time’) based upon the findings of the first study. All items were rated on a 5- 
point Likert scale ranging from 1= strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree and an 
average relationship building score were calculated where higher scores indicated 
greater use of this music mechanism. The internal reliability consistency of these 
items were adequate in the current study (α= .80).  
 Modifying Cognitions. Seven items were generated to measure the extent to 
which young people used music to enhance their cognitive performance and modify 
their cognitions (e.g., ‘Music provides meaning and messages which help me think 
rationally during difficult situations’) based upon the findings of the first study. 
Responses to all items assessing were made on a 5- point Likert scale ranging from 1 
=strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree and an average modifying cognitions score 
was  calculated where higher scores indicated greater use of music for this music use 
mechanism. The internal reliability consistency of these items was modest in the 
current study (α= .78).  
Wellbeing. The Mental Health Continuum Short- Form (MHC- SF; Keyes, 
2006) consists of 14 items assessing aspects of emotional wellbeing (3 items), 
psychological wellbeing (6 items) and social wellbeing (5 items) over the past month 
on a 6-point Likert scale from 1 = never to 6 = every day. The current study found the 
total MHC- SF to have excellent internal reliability consistency (α= .93) and high 
levels of reliability for the emotional (α= .87), psychological (α= .89) and social (α= 
.80) wellbeing subscales. Research has established the criterion validity of the MHC-
SF with other measures of wellbeing (Lamers, Westerhof, Bohlmeijer, ten Klooster, 
& Keyes, 2010). 
 Procedure.  Prior to commencement of the study, ethical clearance was 
obtained from the University of XXXXXX School of Psychology Ethics committee 
(13-PSYC-4-143-TS). Participants were emailed a link to the online survey and 
provided informed consent before commencing the survey. The survey took 
approximately 15 minutes to complete. 
Results 
 Data were analysed using the SPSS version 20 (IBM Corp, 2011). Cases with 
missing data were screened and participants were excluded from the analysis if they 
had exited the survey prior to completion or were missing data on the music listening 
items. This resulted in a total of 16 cases being deleted. Remaining missing data were 
found to be missing completely at random, and these scores were imputed using 
expectation maximization. One multivariate outlier was identified and removed to 
produce more accurate parameter estimates for the bootstrapping procedure (Preacher 
& Hayes, 2008). The final sample consisted of 107 participants. To examine the total 
and specific indirect effects of music listening on wellbeing via the four mechanisms, 
three multiple mediation models tests were tested, with a different dimension of 
wellbeing (social, emotional or psychological) entered as the dependent variables in 
each analysis.   
 Descriptive Analyses. Bivariate correlations, means and standard deviations 
of the variables are presented in Table 2. These young people listened to music an 
average of 18 hours a week. Music listening was significantly and positively 
associated with all four mechanisms, with correlations of between r = .22 and .34 (see 
column 1 in Table 2). Listening to music to modify emotions was significantly 
positively associated with social wellbeing (r = .26, p < .01), however no significant 
association was found with psychological or emotional wellbeing. No significant 
associations were present between relationship building, modifying cognitions or 
immersing in emotions and wellbeing outcomes. No direct relationship was found 
between frequency of music listening and emotional, social and psychological 
wellbeing. The lack of correlations between these variables does not detract from the 
subsequent analyses of indirect effects as Hayes (2013) argued that the pattern of 
significance or non-significance for individual paths in a mediation model is not 
pertinent to whether the indirect effect is significant.  
[Table 2 about here] 
 
 Multiple Mediation Models. To test the three mediation models, the SPSS 
macro ‘Indirect’, as developed by Preacher and Hayes (2008), was used. Tests of the 
indirect effect via each specific mediating mechanism and as a collective (total 
indirect effects) to emotional wellbeing are presented in Table 3. The total indirect 
effect and each of the specific indirect effects of music listening on emotional 
wellbeing were non-significant as the confidence intervals contained zero. A similar 
pattern of results was found for psychological wellbeing – see results of the tests of 
the indirect effect in Table 4. In contrast, the results for social wellbeing (Table 5) 
showed the total indirect effect of music listening on social wellbeing through the 
music use mechanisms was statistically significant as the confidence interval did not 
contain zero. However, none of specific indirect effects were found to be significant. 
[Tables 3, 4 and 5 about here] 
Discussion  
 This study explored how young people use music for positive mental health. 
Detailed transcripts from focus groups revealed four ways in which young people 
achieve wellbeing through music: facilitation of relationships with family and friends; 
immersing in emotions; changing emotions; and modifying cognitions. This sample of 
young people strongly believed that music played an integral role in their daily lives 
and was an important aspect of their wellbeing. They were explicitly aware of the 
ways in which music contributed to their wellbeing and articulated a clear 
understanding of what wellbeing meant to them.  In the quantitative study, young 
people reported they purposefully listened to an average of 18 hours of music per 
week. Similar findings were found in an Australian study of 15 to 18 year olds, who 
listened to 17 hours of music per week (McFerran et al., unpublished). The 
consumption of music (in hours per week) was positively associated with the 
intentional use of music for relationship building, modifying cognitions, modifying 
emotions and immersing in emotions.  These findings provide quantitative support for 
the four music use mechanisms identified in the focus groups, in a larger sample of 
young people. They also suggest that young people are regularly listening to music to 
strategically enhance their sense of wellbeing. In fact, over 95% of the sample agreed 
that overall, listening to music helped their wellbeing.  
The themes identified in the focus group discussions, including those related 
to emotion regulation, memories, and relationships with others, were consistent with 
previous research on the psychological functions of music (Boer & Fischer, 2012; 
Laiho, 2004) and the uses and gratifications of music listening (Christenson & 
Roberts, 1998; Lonsdale & North, 2011). Strategies of music use for affect regulation 
resembled those identified by Saarikallio and Erkkila (2007) in eight Finnish 
adolescents. In particular, ‘immersing in negative emotions’ was similar to their 
discharge strategy; the use of music to assist in problem-solving aligns with their 
mental work strategy and the use of music to alter arousal levels resembles their 
revival strategy. There were also strong echoes of the self-regulation functions of 
music in everyday life described by DeNora (2000, pp. 53-74) and the mood 
regulation uses and gratifications of music by Lonsdale and North (2011), including 
music for relaxing and meditating or for making a social event more lively (emotional 
modification); music for focusing and concentrating (cognitive modification); and 
music for social interaction through memories of shared experiences (relationship 
building).  
 In contrast with previous research, no themes emerged that related to the use 
of music to assist with the construction and expression of self-identity (e.g., Laiho, 
2004; McFerran, 2010, 60-65; North, Hargreaves & O’Neill, 2000; Tarrant, North & 
Hargreaves, 2000). This may indicate that, unlike adolescents, the self-identity of 
emerging adults is sufficiently developed such that they no longer use music in this 
way for their wellbeing. However, research conducted among older adults has linked 
music surrounding identity and agency to emotional and psychological wellbeing 
(Laukka, 2007). It is more likely that this finding is due to the explicit focus of the 
focus groups on music and wellbeing as well as the fact that the studies were 
conducted in research settings among participants who were strangers to one another. 
Further research could explore these themes in existing social groups and in social 
contexts where aspects of social identity and self-expression may be more salient.  
 Support was found for the theoretical model of social wellbeing - as the 
frequency of music listening was found to positively and indirectly predict social 
wellbeing via the total effect of the four music-use mechanisms. Of the four music use 
mechanisms, only modifying emotions was found to directly predict social wellbeing, 
whereby greater use of music to modify one’s emotions was associated with higher 
levels of social wellbeing. This finding may be explained by the possibility that young 
people are using music to modify their emotions in a way which is consistent with the 
demands of the current social environment, as well as social norms regarding the 
appropriate expression of emotions in social situations (Selfhout, Branje, ter Bogt, & 
Meeus, 2009). For instance, young people who are feeling agitated before a social 
gathering may use music to improve their mood to enable them to interact positively. 
This may have implications for social wellbeing as Gross and Munoz (1995) argue 
that stable patterns of positive interactions are considered vital for successful social 
relationships to occur.  Further support comes from research showing that emotion 
regulation abilities are predictive of quality and quantity of social interactions (Lopes, 
Salovey, Cote & Beers, 2005) and this is predictive of wellbeing among emerging 
adults (Trzcinski & Holst, 2008).  
Contrary to expectations given the range of emotional and psychological 
influences of music, there was a lack of support for the theoretical model when 
emotional and psychological wellbeing were examined. No significant direct or 
indirect associations were found between these dimensions of wellbeing and music 
listening. The results of the multiple mediation analysis were in contrast to the self-
reports of the young people that music influences their overall wellbeing and they are 
using it with this specific purpose. This may have been partly a measurement issue in 
that only the Mental Health Continuum was used as the measure of wellbeing, and its 
items (e.g. “During the past month, how often did you feel satisfied with life?”) 
capture broad influences on the participants’ wellbeing. Perhaps other measures 
would have given a more sensitive assessment of the influence of music. Given that 
wellbeing is such a broad and multidimensional construct, it is likely that other factors 
(not included in our model) are important determinants of emotional and 
psychological wellbeing outcomes. Recent research conducted by Chin and Rickard 
(2013) found only indirect associations between emotional, cognitive and social uses 
of music and emotional and psychological wellbeing via the emotion regulation 
strategies of reappraisal and suppression. Similarly, in a study of University students, 
Thoma, Scholz, Ehlert, and Nater (2012) found an indirect-only effect of motivations 
for music listening and subjective wellbeing via the mediators of dispositional 
emotion regulation style and individual stress reactivity. This suggests that the 
relationship between music listening and wellbeing is influenced by several 
individual-level factors and characteristics which are not related to music listening. 
Research shows that wellbeing is strongly influenced by a variety of individual, 
contextual and social factors including personality, income, job satisfaction, education 
and physical health (Diener, Suh, Lucas & Smith, 1999). For the younger participants 
in our study, perhaps family and academic functioning and other sources of life stress 
may explain more of the variance in emotional and psychological wellbeing.  
Limitations 
 The modest sample size (N=107) of the quantitative study and the fact that 
results are based upon correlations limit the conclusions that can be made from this 
study. Prospective research is required to establish causal and directional evidence for 
these associations. Future research could utilise experimental or experience sampling 
methods such as the Day Reconstructive Method (Diener & Tay, 2013) to achieve 
this, as this method provides frequent and accurate measurements of music listening 
and wellbeing  (e.g., Vastfjall, Juslin, & Hartig, 2012). Although the findings speak to 
the potential uses of music listening for the prevention of mental health problems in a 
general sample of young people, it remains to be seen whether these findings are 
generalizable to clinical samples. Some research indicates that depressed young 
people use music in a way that is potentially harmful (Dillman Carpentier, Brown, 
Bertocci, Silk, Forbes & Dahl, 2008) although others find that listening to sad music 
is a way of experiencing and processing sad mood (van den Tol & Edwards, 2013). 
Because we defined music use in our model as listening in hours per week, these 
findings are restricted to music listening and not to the broader range of music 
activities that young people engage in, such as reading the lyrics, singing and dancing, 
and playing an instrument. Further research is required to shed light on the potential 
role of these other activities in enhancing wellbeing. 
Theoretical and Practical Implications  
 The major contribution of this research is the development of a new model for 
understanding the link between music use and social wellbeing, although we must be 
cautious in our claims regarding other aspects of wellbeing. Results of both studies 
indicate that music can be used strategically to enhance relationships, immerse in 
emotions, modify emotions, and modify cognitions in young people. Effective 
emotion regulation has been identified as a key protective factor against the 
development of affective disorders (Rickard, 2012). Thus, music provides one way 
through which young people could be taught to regulate their emotions to enhance 
wellbeing (blinded for review, 2013). In comparison to other effective techniques like 
cognitive reappraisal (Gross, 1998), music listening may be experienced as a more 
enjoyable and engaging method of emotion regulation for young people (Dingle, 
Gleadhill & Baker, 2008).  Music listening interventions may have an important role 
to play in supporting optimal health and functioning. This may be best promoted 
through modern platforms such as mobile phone applications which could be 
integrated with social networking sites (Krause, North & Heritage, 2014) and personal 
music libraries to enable on- the-go access to positive interventions and facilitate 
music sharing with friends (blinded for review, 2013). To conclude, the current 
research has provided preliminary evidence for the capacity of music to positively 
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Figure 1.  
Thematic map displaying commonly reported ways in which young people saw their 










Interview Guide for Mixed Methods Workshops 





What music do young people share? How do young people 
share music? In what life contexts and with whom? 
 Do young people manipulate existing tracks? In what context 
and to what end? 
 Do young people compose or create original music? How, 
using what technology and in what life contexts? 
 Do young people create personalized play lists? What are 
examples of those? If yes, what life contexts and activities do 
they do that for? 
 Do young people own any music apps? What are those and 
how do young people use them? 
Music and Life Events How do young people use and relate to music during the 
different life events? (e.g. positive or negative life events) 
 Explore the links between music and a particular life episode 
or memory. 
Wellbeing How do young people define wellbeing? 
 What constitutes wellbeing? 
Music, Wellbeing and 
Mood Regulation 
What links do young people make between music and 
wellbeing? 
 Do young people regulate their mood using music? How do 
they do that? 
 Table 2 
Intercorrelations, Means and Standard Deviations of Measured Variables 
Variable M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1. Frequency of Music Listening  18.12 (13.08) -        
2. Relationship Building 3.55 (.71) .32*** -       
3. Modifying Cognitions 3.87 (.66) .34*** .40*** -      
4. Modifying Emotions 3.81 (.70) .22* .33*** .46*** -     
5. Immersing in Emotions 3.32 (.72) .22* .19 .47*** .38*** -    
6. Emotional Wellbeing 3.71 (.92) -.07 .02 .01 .07 -.01 -   
7. Psychological Wellbeing 3.43 (1.02) -.02 .15 .07 .08 -.04 .70*** -  
8. Social Wellbeing 2.90 (1.06) .03 .18 .16 .26** .10 .67*** .76*** - 
Note. *p<.05 (two tailed), **p<.01 (two tailed), ***p<.001 (two tailed).  
 
 Table 3 
Indirect Effects of Music Listening on Emotional Wellbeing through Mechanisms 
Mediator Bootstrap 
estimate 
SE BC 95% CI 
lower 
BC 95% CI  
upper 
Relationship Building .0005 .0031 -.0049 .0079 
Modifying Cognitions .0002 .0032 -.0060 .0067 
Immersing in Emotions -.0004 .0019 -.0051 .0031 
Modifying Emotions .0014 .0025 -.0025 .0078 
Total Indirect Effect .0017 .0036 -.0054 .0093 
Note. Values reported to four decimal places for clarity. Based on 5000 bootstrap samples. 




Indirect Effects of Music Listening on Psychological Wellbeing through Mechanisms 
Mediator Bootstrap 
estimate 
SE BC 95% CI 
lower 
BC 95% CI  
upper 
Relationship Building .0038 .0038 -.0014 .0143 
Modifying Cognitions .0015 .0032 -.0045 .0083 
Immersing in Emotions -.0016 .0023 -.0077 .0018 
Modifying Emotions .0011 .0023 -.0029 .0069 
Total Indirect Effect .0048 .0047 -.0039 .0145 
Note. Values reported to four decimal places for clarity. Based on 5000 bootstrap samples. 






Indirect Effects of Music Listening on Social Wellbeing through Mechanisms 
Mediator Bootstrap 
estimate 
SE BC 95% CI 
lower 
BC 95% CI  
upper 
Relationship Building .0031 .0036 -.0023 .0129 
Modifying Cognitions .0012 .0030 -.0041 .0079 
Immersing in Emotions .0001 .0022 -.0044 .0047 
Modifying Emotions .0041 .0032 -.0001 .0131 
Total Indirect Effect .0085* .0045 .0002 .0178 
Note. Values reported to four decimal places for clarity. Based on 5000 bootstrap samples. 
BC= bias corrected; CI= confidence interval. * p<.05. 
 
 
